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the craft gilds, whose regime was consecrated to the principle
of stability, vainly endeavoured to discourage the growth of
capitalism among their members by limiting the number of
apprentices and prohibiting excess of competition. When
opportunity came knocking at the door, the more enter-
prising gild-brethren, ambitious to pass their rivals in the
race and become large employers of labour, were able to
set authority at defiance by moving to outlying districts
where the writ of the craft gilds did not run. Thus in
agriculture and industry an insurgent individualism was
in revolt against the cramping restrictions of a communal
society. Alone in foreign commerce the corporate system
persisted in its old strength and actually extended its province
in new directions, owing to the unique circumstances in
which oversea trade was carried on, though the independent
traders—or interlopers as they were called—were growing
in numbers and self-assertion.
The sphere of industrial organization furnishes the most The * a
signal example of individualism emancipating itself from the
traditional checks and restraints of an environment hide-
bound by custom. It is doubtless true that seventeenth and
eighteenth-century England counted numerous small pro-
ducers wedded to the antiquated methods inherited from
their forebears. They also exist in twentieth-century Eng-
land, for it is erroneous to suppose that large producers
employing hundreds or thousands of men monopolize the
whole field. In many occupations at the present day the
average number of operatives employed by a firm is remark-
ably few1, and in France it is still fewer. None the less
it was not the small producer who, before the Middle Ages
had run their course, converted England into an industrial
country of which the staple export was no longer raw
materials but manufactured goods. It was not the small
producer whose highly specialized fabrics displaced the
products of Flanders, once a workshop of the mediaeval
world, and found a market in every known quarter of the
1 There are, for instance, numerous small undertakings in the textile
industries : Report of the Balfottr Committee on Industry and Trade; Survey
of Textile Industries (1928), 176.

